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Title: The rise of government in Early Childhood Education and Care following the Child 
Care Act 1972: The lasting legacy of the 1990s in setting the reform agenda for ECEC in 
Australia  
 
Abstract 
 
Less than twenty years on from the proclamation of the Child Care Act 1972, and introduction of funding 
for not-for-profit child care centres, a series of market-driven public policies paved the way for the 
emergence of Australia’s current ECEC quasi-market. Seeking to respond to increasing demand for 
work-related child care in the 1990s, and to manage associated costs, a succession of Australian 
Governments turned to market theory and New Public Management (NPM) principles to inform ECEC 
policy. Reflecting on an era of high policy activity within ECEC, this paper examines a series of policy 
events and texts that set the course for the reform agenda that was to ensue in ECEC. 
 
Introduction 
 
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is a national and international priority (Council of 
Australian Governments [COAG], 2009; Irvine & Farrell, In press 2013; Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2006). Its rise to prominence in Australia, since the inception of 
the Child Care Act 1972, bears the hallmarks of a global phenomenon. Its global profile is evident in the 
productivity and human capital agenda of ‘starting strong’ and the parallel agenda of investing in ECEC 
for the short-term and long-term benefits for children and society. At the brink of the twenty-first century, 
almost thirty years following the Child Care Act, educationist Colin Power (2000) flagged major shifts in 
education provision worldwide and cited globalisation as a significant phenomenon shaping government 
awareness of, responsibility for and involvement in education. This has been no less so than, in the 
ensuing years, in the field of ECEC. Australia, along with numerous developed countries, is now known 
for its adherence to managerialism and marketisation, an educational phenomenon described by Allan 
Luke (2005) as “an internationally rampant vision … based solely on systematic efficacy at the 
measurable technical production of human capital” (p.12). The current state-of-play in Australian ECEC 
invites historical reflection on the features of ECEC within its global and national contexts and the policy 
precursors that have impacted the field of ECEC. To commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the Child 
Care Act, this paper provides an overview of the key contributions of the 1990s in setting the course for 
the reform agenda that was to ensue in ECEC. 
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The role of government in ECEC in Australia 
 
Forty years on from the passage of the Child Care Act 1972, government continues to play a key role in 
determining the nature and level of provision of ECEC services in Australia. Despite moves toward a 
national approach to ECEC, and related streamlining of roles and responsibilities, both federal and 
state/territory governments continue to contribute funding, provide information and advice to parents and 
service providers and help to plan, set and maintain operating standards (SCRGSP, 2013). That is, both 
levels of government remain active players in setting, implementing, monitoring and enforcing ECEC 
public policy. 
 
Against the current backcloth stands the decade 1990 to 2000, a decade of (at least) five transformational 
policy events: (a) the extension of parent fee subsidies to private for-profit child care services; (b) a 
strengthened focus on quality standards; (c) the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) proposal 
for a national framework for children’s services; (d) the Economic Planning Advisory Commission 
(EPAC) report on future childcare provision in Australia; and (e) the abolition of operational subsidy for 
community-based, not-for-profit child care centres. It can be argued that each of these events served to 
strengthen the ECEC quasi-market in Australia and, that together, they have had a significant and lasting 
impact on the funding and delivery of ECEC services to the present day. 
 
While there were some earlier forays, including federal funding for the Lady Gowrie 'demonstration' child 
centres in 1939, commencement of the Child Care Act 1972 marked the beginning of a formal role for the 
Australian Government in planning, financing and setting operating standards for ECEC in Australia (cf. 
Brennan, 1998). The primary purpose of the new legislation was to provide a basis for funding the 
establishment and operation of child care centres for working parents, given the increasing participation 
of women in the paid workforce. It was: 
 
 An Act to provide for assistance by the Commonwealth in respect of places where children all or 
the majority of whom are under school age may be cared for, in respect of the development of 
such places and in respect of research in connection with the care of children, and for related 
purposes (Child Care Act, 1972, Notes). 
 
Within this context, the Act set out eligibility criteria, funding processes (for capital grants, one-off 
equipment grants and recurrent funding based on child utilisation) and gave the Minister of the time 
power to fund “research in child care and related purposes” and to establish a “Child Care Standards 
Committee” (Child Care Act, 1972, s13-s14).   
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A distinguishing feature of the new legislative framework was the containment of funding for 
community-based ‘not-for-profit’ organisations (Brennan, 2007; Cox, 2007). At this time, eligible child 
care centres included charitable organisations, local government authorities and a body corporate “not 
carried on for the purpose of profit or gain” (Child Care Act, 1972, s4B). Two decades later, responding 
to increasing demand for work-related child care, the then Federal Labor Government amended the Act to 
allow access to some public funding for private for-profit child care services. The face of ECEC in 
Australia had changed forever.  
 
During the 1990s, the provision of accessible, affordable, quality child care emerged as a policy priority 
(Brennan, 1998), evidenced by the huge number of policy documents released during this period. With a 
clear focus on growing the national economy, and supporting labour force participation, the government 
of the day turned to market theory to expand child care provision. Advocates argued that support for 
private services, and the creation of a mixed child care market would lead to economic efficiencies, lower 
costs for government and families and increased competition which would, in turn, enhance parent 
(consumer) choice. However, many now question the longer-term impact of these policies, and the 
ensuing growth of the ECEC quasi-market (Cox, 2007; Press & Woodrow, 2005).  In a recent reflection, 
Brennan (2013, cited in Maddison & Denniss, 2013) concludes that “the market model in child care has 
served Australian parents very poorly. Instead of greater diversity, lower costs and higher quality 
promised by market enthusiasts, families face escalating child care fees, greater uniformity, lower quality 
and less choice” (p.38).  
 
This paper examines ECEC policy over this period of major change, with a particular focus on formal 
‘child care’ services (i.e., child care centres, family day care and outside school hours care). These were 
the services in receipt of government funding to support parent workforce participation and came to 
dominate the policy context. In keeping with the language at this time, the term ‘child care1’ is used from 
herein to refer to these services.  Acknowledging ambiguity and inconsistency in use of the term policy, 
the term is used in this paper to refer to: “the actions and positions taken by the state … that share 
essential characteristics of authority and collectivity” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 4). Within this context, 
policy is deemed to be any course of action (or inaction) relating to the selection of goals, the definition of 
values and the allocation of resources.  The focus here is public policy, in this case, policy which is made 
on behalf of the state to “steer the conduct” (Taylor et al., 1997, p. 2), and, in some circumstances, to 
control (Ball, 2008) the activities of those involved in child care in Australia (e.g., children, parents, staff, 
sponsors, operators and related government agencies).  
  
_____________ 
1. The term child care (or childcare) was used in Australian public policy from the commencement of the Child Care Act 1972 
to the beginning of the new millennium to refer to regulated work-related child care (excluding funded preschool services).   
While still part of the policy text, there has been an increasing tendency to use the term ‘early childhood education and care 
(ECEC)’ promoted by the OECD (2006) to better reflect the integrated nature of care and education services prior to school 
entry. 
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In this paper, we examine the emergence of the reform agenda and the language of reform that pervades 
the majority of Australian child care public policy documents released from 1990 to 2000. Understanding 
policy to be more than text (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), this section reviews the broader policy context and 
examines a selection of Australian ECEC policy documents released over this period to reveal emergent 
and sustained policy themes.  Particular attention is directed to the tactical use of language to frame policy 
and, thereby, to serve a political purpose (Ball, 2008).  The paper concludes by reflecting on the longer-
term impact of this period on ECEC in Australia. 
 
New Public Management (NPM) and the rise of the ECEC market  
 
From 1990 to 2000, the Australian child care system changed dramatically. To meet expanding need 
precipitated by women’s increasing workforce participation, there was an unprecedented increase in 
work-related child care places, significant expansion in private for-profit service provision, and greater 
emphasis on competition within a market context. Table 1 provides a snapshot of key Australian 
Government policies released over this period.  
Table 1 – to be inserted here 
As can be seen, this was a period of high policy activity and related growth in the supply of child care. 
The first authoritative government report on government funded ECEC services (Productivity 
Commission, 1997) reported 306, 600 child care places (i.e. long day care, preschool, family day care, 
outside school hours care) at a cost of $980 million in 1995-1996. By the end of the decade this had risen 
to 443,400 places at a cost of $1.35 billion (Department of Family and Community Services Annual 
Report, 2000-2001), and, more recently to 711,394 places and $6 billion in combined Commonwealth, 
State and Territory funding (Productivity Commission, 2013). However, these policies were also to have 
a lasting impact on the composition of the sector, signifying the beginning of our current mixed market, 
the rise of corporate child care, and, what many view as reduced choice for families (Brennan, 2013; Cox, 
2007; Press & Woodrow, 2005).  
 
Without doubt, one of the strongest and most influential forces during this period was the prevailing 
ideology of economic rationalism.  In public administration, the application of this ideology was 
evidenced in the emergence of ‘new public management’ (NPM) (Ball, 2008; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), a 
phenomenon evident at this time internationally. Recognising differences across countries, Dempster et 
al. (2001) characterised the impact of NPM on public sector activity as: 
 a reduction in government’s role in public service provision; 
 the imposition of the strongest feasible framework of competition and accountability on public sector 
activity (and an increase in consumer control over service provision); 
 explicit standards and measures of performance and clear definition of goals, targets or indicators of 
success, preferably in quantitative form; 
 a greater emphasis on output controls; and 
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 a reduction in the self-regulating powers of the professions (p. 2). 
 
Changes such as these reflect a market theory of public service provision (Ball, 2008), based on the belief 
that the creation of a more competitive market place will provide particular benefits: 
 
Increased competition is meant to improve responsiveness, flexibility and rates of innovation; to 
increase the diversity of what is produced and can be market chosen; to enhance productive 
and/or allocative efficiency; to improve the volume and quality of production; and to strengthen 
accountability (Marginson, 1997, p. 5). 
 
In the following section, we trace the influence of market theory discourse and the emergence of the child 
care quasi-market during the 1990s in Australia, with a particular focus on centre-based child care where 
the impact of market theory was seen to be greatest (Press & Woodrow, 2005).  The term “quasi-market” 
is borrowed from Marginson (1997), who distinguished between a “quasi-market” and a “fully developed 
economic market” (p. 6) on the basis of continuing government influence on matters of supply and 
demand (e.g., through policy, legislation and funding).  Applying this distinction, we contend that public 
policy decisions taken during the 1990s led to the rise of the child care (now ECEC) quasi-market, and, 
ultimately, our current mixed service system today.  
 
We focus now on the five transformational policy events introduced earlier: (a) the extension of parent fee 
subsidies to private for-profit child care services (1991); (b) a strengthened focus on quality standards 
(1991-1994); (c) the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) proposal for a national framework for 
children’s services (1995); (d) the Economic Planning Advisory Commission (EPAC) report on future 
childcare provision in Australia (1996); and (e) the abolition of operational subsidy for community-based, 
not-for-profit child care centres (1996-97).  
 
(a) The extension of fee relief to private for-profit child care services   
 
The 1990s commenced with a clear focus on expansion in child care.  Linking child care to economic 
policy, the then Australian Labor Government implemented the first National Child Care Strategy (1988 - 
1992), negotiating individual agreements with states and territories to establish new child care places in 
identified areas of need.  Funding comprised capital grants for construction and equipment, ongoing 
operational subsidies and access to parent fee subsidies. As per established policy, funding was available 
only to not-for-profit sponsors.  It is, therefore, not surprising that, at this time, the majority of child care 
services were provided by the community-based sector. Press (1999) suggested that community-based 
services were initially favoured by government because they offered parents a voice in how their children 
were educated and opportunity to be involved in service management. Moreover, as not-for-profit 
services, they were considered unlikely to be exploitative of children and families.   
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However, change was in the air. In 1990, fulfilling an election promise to make work-related child care 
more accessible and affordable, the Australian Government announced a fundamental shift in policy. This 
was in the form of the extension of parent fee subsidies to for-profit child care services. During the 
second reading of the Community Services and Health Legislation Amendment Bill 1990, Peter Staples, 
then Minister for Aged, Family and Health Services, reflected on the Government’s primary objectives 
for child care - affordable care, equity of access and quality care – and offered the following explanation 
for this far-reaching policy change: 
 
The main challenges inevitably facing the Government in the l990s in childcare are … to increase the 
supply of quality childcare places and to make sure that ordinary Australian families are able to afford 
care. The proposed amendments promote these objectives, and enable the introduction of fee relief 
arrangements that are equitable across the non-profit community based sector and commercial sector 
of the childcare industry (Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 1990, p. 
2342).   
 
While presented as an equity measure, some commentators perceived links to broader economic reforms. 
Press (1999) argued this initiative was more about reducing public expenditure and direct government 
involvement in child care over the longer term. The follow-up national New Growth Strategy (1992 - 
1996), targeting child care in rural areas unlikely to attract private business investment, supported this 
interpretation. Cox (2007) also noted the impact of neo-liberal strategies to support increased supply 
while reducing cost to government. This was to be achieved through a shift from supply side funding (i.e., 
investment in new services) toward demand side funding by providing fee assistance to families to enable 
them to choose the best service for their child. Whatever the original motivation(s), with strong 
encouragement for private sector investment, and no planning controls, the outcome was massive, 
unprecedented growth in for-profit child care. Leading growth in private for-profit child care at this time, 
the State of Queensland reported a two-fold increase in supply over the period 1990 to 1995, “with the 
number of places growing at approximately 20 per cent per year…[with] about 80 per cent of long day 
care centres …privately owned” (SCRCSSP, 2007, p. 483).  It is evident, therefore, that the move to fee-
relief was a major innovation that, in combination with others such as national quality standards and 
quality assurance, was to change the landscape of ECEC in Australia. 
 
(b)A focus on accountability through increased quality standards and national quality 
assurance 
 
As noted, the ideology of NPM and application of market theory to the provision of public services 
contributed to a strengthened government focus on quality and accountability. Reflecting on the tension 
between government and private roles and responsibilities in this new order, Ball (2008) put forward the 
idea of “controlled decontrol” (p. 48), arguing that NPM was preoccupied with quality and accountability. 
Demonstrating this connection, the extension of public funds to private child care businesses and related 
growth in private ‘for-profit’ service provision stimulated a renewed policy focus on setting and 
monitoring quality standards. Until this time, state and territory licensing regimes had set the quality floor 
for service provision, and government worked with community-based sponsors to support the provision 
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of quality services for children and families. With the extension of public funding to private service 
providers, anticipated growth in service provision, and a growing body of research attesting to the 
importance of quality in child care (Wangmann, 1995), governments committed to a strengthened quality 
assurance framework.  
 
Regulatory reviews were undertaken by some states and territories, resulting in enhanced minimum 
quality standards. For example, in 1991, Queensland introduced a new separate Child Care Act and 
related regulations covering child care centres and family day care, including new qualification 
requirements for staff, improved adult to child ratios, the requirement for a planned (educational) program 
and improved health and safety standards. Recognising variability in minimum quality standards across 
states and territories, Ministers also committed to the development of National Child Care Standards 
arguing that children should be entitled to the same level of quality in child care regardless of their family 
circumstances or where they lived in Australia. Following a lengthy and complex process of consultation 
and negotiation, national standards were endorsed for centre-based long day care services (1993), family 
day care (1996) and outside school hours care (1996). However, notwithstanding an earlier commitment 
to progress these through state and territory regulations, and introduction of a national quality assurance 
system that would build from these standards, the full implementation of national standards for child care 
remained unrealised. 
 
Shifting the focus from minimum to higher quality standards, the federal government also announced the 
establishment of Australia’s first national quality assurance framework for child care. In essence, this was 
a two-tiered framework. To operate, child care services needed to meet regulatory requirements and be 
licensed. To gain access to parent fee subsidies, child care centres also needed to participate in a new 
national Quality Improvement and Accreditation System (QIAS). In 1993, the Australian Government 
established the National Childcare Accreditation Council (NCAC), as a statutory body, to oversee the 
development of higher quality standards and a national system of accreditation of child care services. 
While clearly related to the rise of the child care quasi-market, in particular, the need to safeguard the 
interests of children in child care and to strengthen accountability measures for services in receipt of 
public funding, quality assurance was also widely recognised to be an important mechanism for raising 
the quality of service provision (Wangmann,1995).  Setting Australia apart from other Western nations 
who had ECEC quality assurance systems (e.g., the United States of America), the QIAS was fully 
funded by government and linked to the receipt of child care fee subsidy (i.e., all funded services were 
required to participate).  
 
(c) The COAG review and a national framework for children’s services 
 
As the number of services and related public expenditure on child care continued to increase, government, 
at national and state levels, initiated a series of reviews and inquiries into child care.  The language of 
these policy documents provides further evidence of the growing influence of economic rationalism and 
NPM in Australian social policy.  Key words and phrases clearly signal the strengthening market agenda 
for child care, with sustained use of terminology such as [child care] ‘industry’, ‘level playing field’, 
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‘efficient and effective service provision’, ‘flexibility’, ‘responsiveness’ and ‘consumer choice’. The early 
activity of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) provides a prime example.   
 
Established in 1992, COAG remains the primary intergovernmental forum in Australia, comprising the 
Australian Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President of the Australian 
Local Government Association.  In 1994, COAG commenced a review of government roles and 
responsibilities across a number of portfolios, including child care. Perceiving unnecessary overlaps and 
duplication in government, the task was to examine the potential allocation or reallocation of 
responsibilities to “produce more efficient and effective arrangements for the delivery of services” 
(COAG Child Care Working Group, 1995, p. 7).  In 1995, COAG released a Discussion paper on a 
proposed national framework for children’s services in Australia. The aim of the exercise was “to clarify 
roles and responsibilities with the overriding objective to improve outcomes for families and value for 
money for taxpayers and users of children's services
2” (COAG Child Care Working Group, 1995, p. 11).  
 
Presenting children’s services as a “billion dollar industry” (COAG, 1995, p.11), COAG argued the need 
for systemic reform to meet the changing needs of families and to ensure “efficient and effective program 
delivery” (p. 11).  The notion of efficient and effective program delivery pervades throughout the paper, 
and while not clearly defined, the proposed children’s services “program outcomes” (p.15) provided some 
indication of meaning.  These included: “responsive service provision; consistent quality standards; 
effective targeting of places; convenient and equitable access for families; effective preschool programs; 
appropriate services provided efficiently at reasonable cost to users and governments; and effective 
administration of the system at the lowest possible cost” (COAG Child Care Working Group, 1995, pp. 
15-16). Despite intergovernmental beginnings, COAG’s vision was not to be realised, due to mid-stream 
governmental changes, at national and state levels, and, ultimately, the inability of states and territories to 
agree to reform components at this time.  
 
(d) The EPAC Report 
 
In the wake of COAG, and clearly worried by spiraling expenditure in child care (approximately $1.2 
billion in 1995-1996), the newly elected Australian Liberal-National Government initiated yet another  
inquiry into child care.  In June 1996, the Government asked the Economic Planning Advisory 
Commission (EPAC) to establish a Task Force to “investigate and report on the prospective demand for 
child care, best practice in the provision of child care and the links between the provision of child care 
and other children’s and family services” (EPAC, 1996, p. 13).  The decision to work through EPAC, and 
to rely on a Task Force whose membership reflected bureaucratic and business backgrounds and no early 
childhood ‘content expertise’, marked a first in Australian child care, and received considerable criticism 
from within the sector.   
_______________ 
2. The COAG paper used the broader term “children’s services” to refer to child care services plus linkages with State and 
Territory preschool systems.   
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The Task Force presented a lengthy list of recommendations for systemic reform, including the adoption 
of national objectives for child care and the redirection of funding from services to parents, via the 
introduction of “smart card” technology. Key themes included a focus on family needs (as opposed to 
child needs), availability and affordability of services, equitable access to services, flexible service 
provision, quality and cost effectiveness.  
 
Significantly, in spite of a change in government, many of the earlier COAG themes prevailed in the 
EPAC report. As in the COAG paper, the word ‘industry’ was used to describe child care, and the 
descriptors ‘efficient’ and ‘effective’ appeared throughout the final report.  There was also growing 
emphasis on the role of ‘parent as consumer’ and the benefits of choice. Once again, observers perceived 
market theory at work (Cox, 2007; Press & Woodrow, 2005). 
 
Put simply, direct funding to services would be replaced by direct funding to parents.  Parents as 
consumers of child care would find their increased buying power gave them choice and markets 
would thus be provided with an incentive to respond to child care needs (Press, 1999, p.22). 
 
While firmly grounded in the philosophy of micro-economic reform, the EPAC report conceded the need 
for some continuing government involvement in child care (i.e., quasi-marketisation), albeit on the basis 
of promoting equitable and efficient outcomes. 
 
(e) End of operational subsidy for community-based child care centres 
 
The recommendations of the EPAC report were minimally implemented: the proposed objectives and 
principles were not endorsed and direct funding to parents did not proceed at that time.  Nevertheless, 
within the context of a ‘responsible economic strategy’, prior to the release of the final EPAC report, the 
Coalition Government used the 1996-97 Budget to announce another major shift in child care policy: the 
abolition of operational subsidy for community-based child care centres. Policy rhetoric at this time spoke 
of the benefits of increased competition, the need for a ‘level playing field’ and parental choice: 
 
The promotion of reliance on the market place for the provision of services is accompanied by a 
belief that competition produces better quality services, therefore government subsidies should 
not provide one sector ... with an unfair advantage over another ... Thus removal of such subsidies 
is required in order to create a level playing field (Press, 1999, p. 22). 
 
Given the impact of economic rationalism, NPM and market theory on Australian child care over this 
period, it is impossible to dismiss the power of the policy discourse.  Examining the effects of market 
discourse in education, a number of researchers argue that the use and acceptance of marketing language 
has been instrumental in bringing into effect a new and different era in education in Australia (Dempster 
et al., 2001; Marginson, 1997; Rizvi & Lingard, 2008).  
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Conclusion 
Today, ensuring access to quality inclusive services for young children remains high on the national 
policy agenda. Since the 1990s, there has been a change in nomenclature, with a general shift, in policy 
rhetoric, towards the use of the collective term “early childhood education and care (ECEC)” (OECD, 
2006) in place of child care. Use of this term is intended to promote and strengthen the educational 
context of these services and support moves toward a more integrated sector. This has been accompanied 
by a shift away from the use of some explicit market terminology in Australian ECEC policy, for 
example, the words ‘industry’ and ‘consumer’ do not appear in the National Early Childhood 
Development Strategy (COAG, 2009). However, reflecting on the past, it is argued that neo-liberal 
changes in ideological directions during the 1990s have left their mark on our current service system 
(Brennan, 2007; Cox, 2007). Australia, along with numerous developed countries, is now known for its 
adherence to corporatisation, competition and marketisation (Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2003). In this 
concluding section, we reflect on the legacy of the 1990s, exploring the impact of some of the identified 
policy events in shaping and defining our current system of ECEC services in Australia.  
 
Faced with increasing demand for ECEC services to support family workforce participation, Australian 
Governments of various persuasions embraced NPM principles in the 1990s and put into place a series of 
policies that were to change the composition of ECEC in Australia. The broadening of access to public 
funds for private for-profit ECEC and later moves to strengthen competition and choice within the ECEC 
quasi-market achieved the policy objective of increasing the number of services available, primarily 
through growth in private centre-based child care.  
 
In line with market principles, a key policy objective at this time was to reduce the role of government in 
ECEC. Cox (2007) argued that the move from supply to demand side funding, (i.e., direct funding of 
community-based child care centres to direct funding for parents using community-based or private child 
care centres) ended the direct relationship between government and centres. However, while this is true 
within a funding context, it is contestable in terms of other government roles and responsibilities, in 
particular regulation and quality assurance. Having extended the availability of public funds to private 
businesses, the government needed to ensure the provision of safe suitable child care and funding 
accountability. Reflecting NPM practices (Dempster et al., 1997), the change to funding eligibility was 
accompanied by a range of policy initiatives designed to better monitor and control quality inputs and 
outputs. While seeking to strengthen quality service provision and to promote a culture of continuous 
quality improvement, funding of the national Quality Improvement and Accreditation System (QIAS) was 
also designed to address the problem of market failure in ECEC, in particular, the difficulty that parents 
may experience identifying and monitoring the quality of their ECEC service (Cleveland & Krashinsky, 
2003). The application of a consumer rating system is testimony to this intent, a feature that has been 
retained in the National Quality Framework which superseded the QIAS.  
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Finally, the application of market theory to ECEC in the 1990s represented what Brennan (1997) 
described as a “fundamental transformation in the philosophy underlying the provision of children’s 
[ECEC] services in Australia” (p. 205). More than simply expanding the provision of funding to a new 
group of stakeholders, the move from supply- to demand-side funding reflects a shift from collective to 
individual interest. That is, rather than fund the provision of quality services directly, government 
determined it to be more efficient to provide funding to parents as ‘consumers’ of children and to let them 
be the arbiters of quality service provision. Supply-side funding remains the dominant approach to 
financing child care provision, however, demand-side approaches are more likely to be used to finance 
preschool provision which continues to be largely provided by the state and/or for-profit community-
based organsations. While this may be attributed to historical patterns of organisation (Cleveland & 
Krashinsky, 2003), as Australia seeks to move toward a more integrated ECEC service system, such 
differences call for further examination of the policy and market contexts that predispose the sector to 
achieving optimal benefits for children, families and communities.  
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Table 1: Key Australian Government ECEC policy documents 1990 – 2000 (Irvine, 2005) 
Year Australian (National*) Policy  
 National Childcare Strategy 1988-1992 – expansion of child care places. 
1990 Accreditation Consultative Committee. Report on establishment of a national child care 
accreditation system. 
Federal Budget 1990-1991.  Extension of parent fee subsidies to private child care centres. 
1991 Functional Review of Child Care. Joint review of government roles and responsibilities. 
Interim National Accreditation Council – recommendations for accreditation system, 
including linking of accreditation to receipt of parent fee subsidies.  
1992 National New Growth Strategy 1992-96 
1993 National Childcare Accreditation Council established. 
National Standards for Centre-based Long Day Care – minimum quality standards to be 
incorporated in state regulations. 
Australian Law Reform Commission. Review of Commonwealth child care legislation  
1994 Quality Improvement and Accreditation System (QIAS) for long day care centres. 
1995 Council of Australian Governments. Discussion paper on a proposed National Framework 
for Children’s Services in Australia. 
National Standards for Family Day Care 
National Standards for Outside School Hours Care 
1996 Economic Planning Advisory Commission Final Report Future childcare provision in 
Australia – recommendations for systemic reform 
Senate Employment, Education and Training Reference Committee. Childhood matters: 
The report on the inquiry into early childhood education. 
Federal Budget 1996-1997.  Reforms to child care funding, including end of operational 
subsidy for community-based centres, and new limits on hours for both work & non-work 
related care. 
 
1997 
National Childcare Access Hotline 
 
National Child Care Competencies endorsed – introduction of national competencies for 
child care ‘workers’. 
National Child Care Curriculum accredited. 
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Year Australian (National*) Policy  
1998 Commonwealth Childcare Advisory Council (CCCAC) established to advise Minister on 
priorities for reform and research. 
National Policy Framework for Children’s Services in Australia - failed to achieve 
national agreement. 
National Standards for Family Day Care Coordinators – addendum to National Standards 
for FDC (1995). 
Review of the QIAS for long day care centres. 
1999 Community Services and Health Training Package (including Children’s Services) 
accredited. 
2000 Stronger Families and Communities Strategy 2000-2004 – Greater flexibility and choice in 
child care. 
The Child Care Advisory Council.  Inquiry into the nature of child care in 2001 and 
beyond – consultation. 
Child Care Beyond 2001 - Vision for the future. 
Review of QIAS completed – recommendations for change endorsed by Minister. CCCAC 
to develop implementation plan. 
Draft Quality Assurance System for FDC. 
Introduction of Child Care Benefit – combined previous subsidies into one payment. 
Review of Funding and Charging Practices (CCCAC project) – no change 
Review of child care regulatory system (CCCAC project) 
Stronger Families Early Intervention projects – targeting ‘at-risk’ children and families 
  
*Note: Many of the identified Australian Government policies were national initiatives, jointly developed and/or implemented by 
federal, state and territory governments (e.g., Functional Review of Child Care, National New Growth Strategy, National Standards, 
COAG Working Group, National Policy Framework for Children’s Services in Australia) . 
 
 
